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Abstract--The Christian church strives to conform its shaping of time and space to the life of Christ, the 
archetype of the relationship of man to God. The liturgical year and sacred space have evolved from 
Jewish and pagan roots according to the changing perception of this archetype. Through liturgy and 
architecture, the church mediates the individual human experience of time and space. The liturgical year 
is symmetrical with the Christian structure of time, neither linear nor cyclic, but spiraling towards union 
with God. Similarly, Christian architecture reflects the community's experience of the sacred. A clearly 
defined threshold, path, central focus and altar articulate the spiritual reality which the church seeks to 
express and worship. 
Let us describe symmetry in Christian time and space by delineating the fundamental symmetry 
from which all others flow. Symmetry in the Christian shaping of time and space is a question of 
the congruence of these edifices with the realm of spiritual reality. Bear in mind, then, that I will 
be discussing not a physical symmetry--I will even bypass the symmetry of the Latin cross, which 
not only reflects the bilateral symmetry of man (all crosses do that) but man's verticality, his being 
rooted on earth but thrust owards heaven. Nor will we be concerned here with the relationship 
between symmetry in Christianity and in other major world religions, in Islam, Buddhism, 
Hinduism, but leave these parallels to be observed by others, while we focus on the spirituality of 
the tradition which believes in a triune God, for it' is in the Holy Trinity, that asymmetrical 
configuration, that we find symmetry when we add the stabilizing fourth element, he believer. 
We begin, as did the Hebrew people, with the Father, understood as creator, ultimate reality, 
ground of all being. From the Father is begotten the Son, the incarnation of the Father, the 
long-yearned for Messiah who delivered Israel from an illusory salvation in a political and 
historical context, from a parochial identification of their interests with the almighty Yahweh's, 
and from self-hatred, often projected onto other people. The dialogue between the Father and the 
Son is the Holy Spirit, at first seen only momentarily, as at Jesus' baptism and at he theophany 
on Mt Tabor, but later, after Pentecost, understood to be sustained in his mediation between the 
Son and the Father. 
Now as man begins to appropriate for himself Jesus' experience, to enter into this archetype, 
this way of apprehending in faith his experience as the relationship of son to father, so is established 
the foundational symmetry for Christianity, most succinctly described y Hans Urs von Balthasar: 
"Christ is the archetypal relationship of man to God, a relationship measured only by itself, and he 
is this as a true historical man . . . .  The measure of being included in the original Christ-experience is 
at the same time the measure of the apostolic mission: the more a person participates (teilnimmt), the 
more must he (and can he), in turn, communicate (teilgeben), not out of a gratuitous generosity, but in 
virtue of the intrinsic teleology of the experience. In this way there arises a lively unity of descent and 
ascent . . . "  [1]. 
Thus, the symmetrical relationships which we will describe are rooted in this foundation, that 
the believing community, in its long meditation on the meaning of the reality of the incarnation 
of the triune God, has created structures which are symmetrical with that divine experience. Behind 
the various maps for the ordinary life of faith and for the mystical life charted by the saints through 
the centuries--the desert fathers, monastic spirituality, the medieval mystics, Aquinas, Francis, 
Bernard, Dominic, the analytical giants of the counter-reformation, Teresa, John and Ignatius, and 
the modern saints of simplicity, Therese, Charles de Foucauld, Dorothy Day, Padre Pio--are 
religious buildings configured by the requirements ofworship and the sacraments, and a structure 
for organizing time known as the liturgical year. 
The Christian liturgical year has its roots in the Hebrew festal calendar which, like the first 
calendar cycles of most primitive religions, was lunar; only Egypt, Mexico and Peru had solar 
calendars [2]. The Jewish lunar months were divided by sabbatical weeks; the Mosaic sabbath 
(Exod. 20:8-11) is based on seven as a perfect number, expressing completion and fullness. The 
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sabbath was a deliberate interruption of work and productivity, a sacrifice of one's labor to God. 
It created a psychological climate for a change of mood, but it did not break through a cyclical 
conception of time. That the seven-day week is congenial to man is seen in the fact that the Jewish 
sabbatical week and the Chaldean planetary week evolved independently, and were adopted by the 
Greco-Roman world which had no week, although it had a more accurate lunar calendar. 
The early Christians abolished the Jewish sabbath and instituted a Lord's day, dominica, to 
celebrate the resurrection. Since they were a persecuted minority with no means of effecting social 
changes, this was not a day of rest, but a day when the work hours were framed by worship, by 
morning or evening liturgies, in which the paschal mystery of the Lord was celebrated. This 
dominica was called an eighth day, an octave, and was understood to escape from the cyclic time 
of the pagans and their Jewish ancestors, and to establish a creative tension between the recurring 
structure of the week and the eternity of God shared by redeemed humanity. (We will encounter 
a similar interpretation of the number eight in the early Christians' choice of the octagon for their 
baptistries.) 
Thus, the Easter celebration evolved from the Jewish liturgical cycle which had gradually 
replaced nature rituals with festivals commemorating Israel's history of salvation. The most 
important of these was Pesach. This feast contains nomadic roots, for it is celebrated at the first 
full moon after the vernal equinox when a young male lamb is sacrificed, roasted and eaten. But 
its central focus is the reenactment of the deliverance of Israel from the hands of Egypt. When 
Jesus transformed this feast by identifying himself with the sacrificial amb ["Take, eat, this is my 
body." (Matt. 26:26-28)], he lifted this feast from its local origin and universalized it into the feast 
of the salvation for all human beings of every time. 
In retaining the link with nature (Easter is celebrated on the first Sunday after the first full moon 
after the vernal equinox), the early Christians thus kept all the pagan and primitive meanings of 
a spring festival of rebirth, incarnate in a season of green, of bud and flower, of fresh beginnings. 
But the cyclic observation of the vernal equinox is lifted first into the hope of renewal in human 
history recalled in the Passover festival, and then universalized and made utterly transcendent in
the final eschatological hope of Easter. 
Thus, in Easter we see worked out the symmetry of the archetype of the Christ experience, 
moving simultaneously towards man, with the divine content of salvation, and towards the creator, 
with the earth's seasonal rhythm and human history. 
To commemorate his feast each Sunday, then, keeps the believer steadily in touch with the 
Paschal mystery. This weekly rhythm echoes a cycle innate to the human creature. It is interesting 
to note that totalitarian governments, in opposition to the week's Christian origin, have tried to 
substitute another cycle; the French republican government tried to abolish the seven-day week 
and replace it with a ten-day unit, while the Soviets experimented with a five-day week. They were 
unable to uproot this pattern which, far from being of human contrivance, has its origin in a 
divinely given rhythm. As Josef Pieper has acutely stated, 
"While man can make th  celebration, hecannot make the festive occasion and the cause for celebrating. 
The happiness ofbeing created, the existential goodness of things, the participation i  the life of God, 
the overcoming ofdeath--all these occasions of thegreat traditional festivals are pure gift. Butbecause 
no one can confer a gift on himself, something that is entirely a human institution cannot be a real 
festival." [3] 
In the creative struggle for symmetry with the divine archetype towards which the Christian 
calendar evolves we find the balance necessary for true celebration: 
"Many authoritarian fests do not realize anything more than the dissolving of the rationality of 
everyday. They amount to exercises of loosening in the context of having no context. Such exercises 
at most make the tensions of everyday tolerable, but they do not create a playful and festive 
countertension." [4] 
The celebration of Easter, which was eventually established as a yearly occasion around the end 
of the first and the beginning of the second century, was originally a weekly feast. The church 
calendar continued to evolve from the inspiration of this model: the celebration of Christmas began 
in the fourth century as a logical development of the church's meditation on the life of the 
God-man. Having commemorated his death, they desired to honor his birth. Here too we find the 
interweaving of nature rituals and history which characterized the dating of Easter. Jesus is closely 
associated with sun symbolism (we will see this association influence the use of light in church 
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design), so his birth is observed at the winter solstice; his conception ear the spring equinox 
(25 March). Since according to Luke 1 : 26, John the Baptist was conceived six months before Jesus, 
his conception is observed at the autumnal equinox, and his birth at the summer solstice (24 June). 
Thus, the two equinoxes and the two solstices are brought into the Christian world view and 
transformed from cyclic rituals to feasts of the birth of life and light into this world's darkness. 
The meaning of John the Baptist's feasts is likewise associated with the sun's activity, for they were 
seen in the fourth century as cosmic confirmation of John's own words "He must increase; but 
I must decrease" (John 3:30), for after the summer solstice, the days grow shorter [5]. 
Once again, spiritual meaning is rooted in earth's reality; and it required centuries for the 
church to evolve this understanding: the feast of Christmas began in the fourth century when 
conflict with the Arians focused attention on Jesus' humanity; the feast of the Annunciation was 
introduced in the seventh century when the church turned attention to the contemplative dimension 
of the inner life. 
Since Easter had a period of 40 days of preparation, Christmas by analogy acquired a 
preparatory period, although several centuries passed before it stabilized in the eleventh century 
at four Sunday's duration. From the earliest celebration though, the tension between the 
incarnation of the Lord in the historical Jesus and the eschatological return of the risen Lord kept 
this feast from being either cyclic or abstract. The analogy between Lent and Advent is clear in 
that both have the same liturgical color of purple; both are penitential in character; but Advent 
is not simply a repetition of Lent. As a later development, it has a subtle character, combining 
elements of waiting and anticipation, joy and wakeful attention on the threefold birth of the Lord 
into individual hearts, into history and at the parousia. 
The liturgical year is divided into three seasons: the Advent-Christmas-Epiphany season, which 
is tied to a solar origin, the Lent-Easter-Ascension-Pentecost season with a lunar determination, 
and ordinary time. But ordinary time does not mean a lack of celebration, for the church made 
not only the incarnation and resurrection of the Lord the object of festivity, but they also celebrated 
events in the life of Mary, memorials of martyrs and saints, and festivals of doctrine such as Trinity 
Sunday and Corpus Christi. These also evolved through analogy: Mary, the martyrs and saints 
were celebrated as those who had most thoroughly imitated Christ. The tendency in the evolution 
of the Christian year is to express the latent eternal festival of universal assent o the world as a 
whole [6]. 
The Marian feasts are the fruit of the church's understanding of the human spirit which is 
receptive to the Lord. The apocryphal accounts of Mary develop her story in the same pattern as 
Jesus'; thus Giotto's paintings in the Arena chapel in Padua depict a cycle of Mary's life which 
includes an annunciation to Anna, a nativity of Mary (with a bath like that in the scene of Jesus' 
nativity) and a presentation of Mary in the temple. The two story cycles diverge in mid-life, but 
they mirror each other at death, for the tradition of Mary's assumption follows the paradigm of 
Jesus' ascension. 
The symmetry between Jesus' and his followers' deaths is the basis for the early veneration of 
the martyrs. Even as early as the pages of the new testament, he church finds in a man's death 
a basis for honoring him. Just as Jesus had followed authenticity undeterred by the cost, so did 
Stephen, Paul, Peter and the early martyrs. 
Although the first to be venerated were all martyrs, the church came to understand that the death 
to self necessary to a life of holiness and virtue was as real as the death of the whole man; thus 
by the fourth century, the first non-martyrs were honored as saints--Anthony, Basil and Gregory. 
We find in the cult of the saint the same fruitful tension between the archetype of Christ and the 
specific world of the particular saint which keeps believers from empty repetition. (One early desert 
father believed he'd been commanded by God to throw himself down a well in imitation of 
Abraham's acrifice of Isaac. He was fished out by his disgusted brothers, but they had a hard time 
forgiving him his error.) 
From the desert fathers to the middle ages extends a tradition directing the believer to make his 
path symmetrical to divine, not human, truth: as one guide, his name unfortunately ost, vividly 
urges: 
"Make sure you are no ape! That is to say, see that your impulses to silence or speech, fasting or eating, 
solitude or company, come from within out of an abundant love and devotion of spirit, and not from 
outside through the windows of your bodily sense, your ears and your eyes." [7] 
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While the church came dangerously c ose to love of death in the excesses of bridal mysticism with 
its language of victim and sacrifice, a biblical love of life ultimately counterbalanced that tendency. 
Death ha d to be the consequence of love of life, not sought for its own sake, for the church to 
find sanctity in death. 
The contemporary church also insists that devotion to the saints be based on historical truth. 
Gone from the liturgical calendar are the likes of Valentine and Christopher, for the church wants 
to emphasize the work of the body of Christ throughout history, in diverse cultures and situations. 
The saint's feast day is located as closely as possible to his death, which is~regarded ashis birthday 
into heaven, dies natale, and it is his death which is his gateway into the church calendar. 
Let us linger for a moment o look at a saint who followed the pattern of the Lord's life in most 
concrete ways: St Francis of Assisi is credited with beginning devotional practices of a highly 
analogous nature: purportedly he created the first nativity scene in a cave near Assisi, so that he 
could see a reenactment of the Lord's birth. He promoted the devotion of the 14 stations of the 
way of the cross, so that he could walk again the via dolorosa which led his Lord to Golgotha, 
and he bore in his body the stigmata, a reflection of Christ's five wounds. Where Francis imitated 
Christ in a corporal way, other saints follow him no less devotedly into other realms of human 
experience so that the phrase "the body of Christ" used to describe the church universal means 
that no nuance or aspect of human reality remains untouched by the Lord. His archetype is 
universal, but always rooted in lived human experience. In their diversity, the saints help bring the 
believer into harmony with the will of God. 
Since the liturgical year is interwoven with the civil calendar, let us observe some of the 
differences and points of intersection, with an eye to noting how the Christian perspective of time 
shapes and diverges from the secular one. Both systems use the death of Christ as the pivot around 
which all time is organized; the year is either B.C. or A.D. (There is a movement to use the 
abbreviations b.c.e, for "before christian era" and c.e. for "christian era" to avoid the Christian 
root of this practice.) The civil year begins on 1 January, a cyclic day, and is divided into months. 
The Christian year begins with the first Sunday in Advent, having concluded with the feast of the 
Kingship of Christ. Thus, the end of the church year prepares for its beginning. 
In the liturgical year, months have no significance. It is true that local devotions have arisen 
which depend on months, for example, the month of May is given to Mary's honor in England, 
but the church has always refrained from incorporating such devotions into her liturgical year in 
order to preserve the universal character of that year. For Christians in the southern hemisphere, 
religious occasions must not be linked to any particular season. 
In the Christian organization of time, the relentless movement of historical time, the chronos, 
is held in tension with the time of kairos, of God's activity, of his transcendence made manifest. 
Because of this creative tension, the believer can locate his personal experience in a universal 
context. In the symmetry between his life experience and the liturgical year, he discovers the 
meaning of his own existence. This may happen on several evels: 
1. In the rhythm of the day, the church sees a reflection of the human lifespan and 
the experiences of Jesus' life. Infancy is the dawn, called prime, the first hour in 
the divine office. Youth is lauds, the morning's praise; middle age, the afternoon, 
and old age, vespers, the evening sacrifice. Thus, as the church prays the liturgy 
of the hours, the sun's rising is associated with Jesus' resurrection, the third hour, 
Terce, with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, the sixth hour, Sext, with the 
nailing to the cross, and None, the ninth hour, with his death [8]. 
2. In identifying certain spiritual stages, the Christian can describe his own 
experience as "lenten" or as "ordinary time" or as "festal glory". He may see 
his struggle embodied in the life of a particular saint. 
3. In the patient journey up the spiral which includes both repetition and ascent, 
the weekly and annual renewal of Easter, the return of favored saints' days, 
along the continuum of his personal ifespan, the Christian can map his own 
story. 
4. In holding a balance between communal and subjective xperience, the liturgical 
year allows the believer to find personal meaning in these corporate rhythms. He 
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is never encouraged to efface his own inner reality for the sake of the 
community's schedule, but to locate himself in the universal context. His own 
experience is thus not the measure for his self-interpretation. 
Symmetry in sacred space grows from the same correspondence b tween the archetype of Christ 
and our human engagement with him which has given us the liturgical year. Christianity is a 
religion of incarnation, "the God who is seen, heard, and touched in the man Jesus is, at the same 
time, the Man who sees, hears, and touches God."  [9] Thus, we find an active identity between 
subject and object, between the church building and the spiritual reality of the believer, an identity 
observed by St Paul when he wrote the Corinthians "Do you not know that you are God's temple 
and that God's Spirit dwells in you?" (I Cor. 3: 16). Just as when an individual achieves integration, 
he produces the symmetrical mandala shape, so does the church express the union of heaven and 
earth in integrated structures. 
Church architecture is not primarily an unconscious or personal process, although elements of 
individual unconscious projection undoubtedly have a role to play in how buildings are shaped, 
but religious architecture xpresses the group's self-understanding, its aspirations, theology and 
mission (see Figs 1-3). Again it is St Paul who articulates this truth: 
"So then you are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and 
members ofthe household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesu  
himself being the cornerstone, in whom the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple 
in the Lord; in whom you also are built into it for a dwelling place of GOd in the Spirit." (Eph. 2: 19-22) 
Since architecture is a collective enterprise, the buildings in which Christians embody their 
experience of the sacred also express their relationship between profane and sacred materials, 
profane and sacred space• For the Christian, the transcendent realm can never be isolated from 
his mundane experience. 
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Fig. 1. Sta Mafia Novella, Florence. 
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That the identity between subject and object is active means not only are our churches 
determined by our experience of the sacred, but they then have a role in shaping that experience. 
One could study the history of church architecture to learn how worship in an early Christian 
basilica prepares the way for monastic worship etc., but I want to focus on four elements common 
to all Christian churches in the west, whether Romanesque or Gothic, Baroque or modern: a strong 
threshold, a delineated path of forward progression through the building, an altar and a clearly 
defined center. 
Let us consider these elements in sequence, observing the symmetrical relationship between the 
architecture and the inner experience of the spiritual world. 
As he makes the transition from profane to sacred space, the believer is ritually crossing all the 
various thresholds he encounters each day, from sleeping to being awake, from home to work, from 
intimate to public interactions. Thus, the doors on a church are heavy and large, sothat  one has 
to enter purposefully. Church doors have no half measures, such as screen doors in domestic 
buildings, which permit a degree of privacy to be combined with a degree of openness. When 
entering a sacred space, one is either in or out, and what occurs inside is thus protected from 
inquisitive and casual attention. It is appropriate to the intentions of commerce that the doors of 
shops open without our touch; but the doors to the sacred must be pushed open physically. 
The sense of crossing a threshold is extended by the use of the holy water font. This is a ritual 
remembrance of the sacrament of baptism through which one enters Christian life. Thus, with each 
entry to the church, one physically reenacts his spiritual entry into the divine milieu. The sign of 
the cross, the holy water, the genuflection or bow--all ritually express the crossing over into sacred 
space. 
Many elements in church architecture are designed to create continuity and directionality--both 
necessary for a path. Floor patterns, the juncture of walls and ceiling, mosaics, windows and aisles 
often contribute to the sense of a physical journey to be made through the church. The path is 
an ubiquitous image in the Christian cosmos; beginning with Adam's expulsion from the garden, 
the Israelites' exodus in the desert, continuing throughout scripture and Christian literature. Since 
the space calls for action, once the believer has entered the church, he begins his journey forward. 
His imagination leads the way, as the interior world of the sacred acquires visibility. 
There is a group of religious buildings which do not have a strong sense of path, but their 
distinctive character derives from their different purpose, to commemorate he beginning and the 
end of the Christian journey. From the beginning of Christian architecture, baptistries, mausoleums 
and shrines were often circular, suggesting no movement but concentrating energy in a sense of 
rest. Baptistries were sometimes octagonal, because the number eight was understood, as we saw 
in the discussion of the week, to refer to Sunday, the eighth day when Jesus was resurrected from 
the dead. So in baptism, one enters the realm of eternal life, as does the martyr in death. 
The strong sense of center which these shrines convey is also evident in the churches where a 
path is articulated, for the center gives purpose and intelligibility to the path. One journeys not 
aimlessly but towards the center, a point which is usually defined by an apse, and/or a dome and/or 
an altar. In Christian architecture, the center is spiritually interpreted as heaven. Apses and domes 
create a sense of center with no precise locus; rather than defining it themselves, they surround the 
space which then becomes the center. 
The altar gives an emotionally and visually satisfying focus to the journey, for it is there the 
eucharist is celebrated and witnessed, there the believers both observe the ritual and participate 
in it. Then the altar becomes a point of departure for a reversed journey out into the world again, 
so the building dynamically structures the rhythm of an encounter with the transcendent, 
redirecting the believer to the ordinary. Whereas pagan temples were built for the gods only, 
Christian churches were designed to make a home for God and His people. 
Thus, the threshold, the path, the center and the altar transmit the existential meanings of 
Christianity to the environment as a whole [10]. The interconnectedness of these four elements is 
inherent in their meaning: crossing the threshold, one enters a sacred space which evokes a response 
of forward movement, a spiritual journey towards communion, celebration and the gathering 
together of all one's experience into an integral meaning, which, to be transformed, must be offered 
up at the altar, and then directed out into the world again. 
As we regard the symmetry between the Christian shaping of sacred space and liturgical time, 
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let us not  fail to see that  this endeavor  to reflect the divine has been a font  o f  creativity for the 
Western  church. When l iving contact  with the archetype of  Chr ist  has waned,  when the church 
stumbles into empty  repet i t ion and  decadent  copying,  the ashes of  decl ine are t rans formed into the 
nest for the phoenix  to rise again,  so that  space and t ime are once more  fit structures for man to 
converse with the t r iune God.  
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